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PREFACE

The 1960s were an especially important decade in the history of both NATO and

the Cold War, one that set the stage for many of the events in European security affairs

that were to follow in the 1970s and 1980L During this decade, the West was confronted

with the unpleaaant fact that the Soviet Union was acquiring an invulnerable nuclear

deterrent of its own. This long-feared development undermined NATO's military

strategy of massive retaliation, which had rested on U.S. nuclear dominance over the

Soviet Union. As a result, NATO was compelled to search for a new strategy that was

better suited to the nuclear age and relied considerably more on flexible response and

strong conventional defenses in Central Europe.

This study seeks to determine whether, to what degree, and why the Alliance was

successful in crafting an appropriate military strategy and fielding the kind of forces that

were required to execute it. The explanatory portion of this study examines the painful

process of debate that the Alliance underwent during the 1960s. It directs particular

atention to the political interaction between the United States, the principal exponent of

strategy reform, and its often-recalcitrant West European allies. The normative part

examines the policy outputs of this decade-strategy and forces-in relation to the

West's evolving security requirements in Europe.

The material in this Note is part of a book on the historical evolution of NATO's

security policy, defense strategy, and military forces being written for The Ford

Foundation under the project "History of NATO's Conventional Defense Forces and

Strategy." Part of the support also came from RAND using its own funds.



-V-

SUMMARY

Although the West certainly benefited from the Soviet Union's attempt to impose

an unnatural order on Europe, a favorable outcome was by no means predetermined or

achieved by happensn. This Note puts forth the hypothesis that the West succeeded
not only because it forged an alliance to contest the Soviet Union for control of Europe's

destiny, but also because it made NATO work. In essence, NATO's members

surmounted the constramints facing them to forge and then execute a coherent grand
strategy, security policy, defense strategy, and military posture. This does not imply that

the West performed perfectly or that success was achieved overnight. What it means is

that the Alliance slowly but surely mastered the difficult art of coalition planning. As a

result, a quite stable balance of power was maintained in Central Europe, bringing a
security to the Western side that enabled it to maintain its unity and to prosper
economically. Meanwhile, the Soviet bloc was denied access to Western resources and

was exposed as being politically illegitimate and economically ineffective.
With this hypothesis in mind, this Note examines NATO's evolution in the 1960s,

a critical decade in the Alliance's 40 year history. This decade saw a sustained U.S.

effort to alter NATO's military strategy in the direction of flexible response and stronger
conventional forces in Central Europe. This effort was launched by the Kennedy

administration in 1961-1963 and carried forth by the Johnson administration in

1963-1968. Along the way the United States consistently found itself confronting the

difficult task of persuading its often-doubtful West European allies to follow its lead.

Consequently, the 1960s were a decade in which Alliance politics were conducted with a
particular intensity that befitted the great issues at stake. Despite some bruising setbacks,
for the most part the results were beneficial for NATO's long-term survival. If the 1950.s
saw the foundations of the Alliance laid, the 1960s were a period of erecting the girders,

wallboards, and superstructure.

BACKGROUND

The evolutionary path that the Alliance followed in its first decade set the stage for

the challenges that NATO faced as the 1960s dawned.I In essence, the Alliance started

IRichard L. Kugler, Laying the Foundations: The Evolution of NATO in the 1950s,
RAND, N-3105-FF/RC, June 1990.



-vi-

off well in the early 1950s by creating an integrated military structure, securing a lasting

U.S. military presence in Central Europe, accepting U.S. leadership on strategy, and

agreeing on the rearmament of West Germany. Having hunched itself on the path of a

sustained military buildup in Central Europe, however, it dramatically switched gears in

the mid-1950s. Influenced by fiscal considerations and by the belief that nuclear

weapons could deter all forms of aggression, it wholeheartedly embraced the U.S.-

designed nuclear strategy (MC 14/2) that called for massive retaliation against nearly any

provocation and relegated conventional defenses to the sidelines. By the end of the

1950s, NATO's nuclear forces had grown immeasurably stronger, but the ability of a

nuclear strategy to protect Western Europe was increasingly being called into question.

Meanwhile, NATO's conventional forces were left far too weak to meet the threats that

loomed on the horizon, threats that nuclear forces alone could not safely handle. The

task facing the Alliance in the new decade was to rectify this imbalance in its strategy

and forces.

THE ROAD TO PROGRESS

The process of alliance politics that unfolded in the 1960s as the Western allies

came to grips with this dangerous situation can be divided into three phases. First came

the Kennedy administration's provocative call for strategy reform in 1961-1962, a step

that touched off enormous internal debate because it went against the grain of Allied

political, strategic, and economic sentiments. Next czne a period of conflict resolution

and consensus formation, stretching from 1963 to 1966, in which the Alliance members
searched for common ground on military strategy and force requirements. Finally, there

came a period of decisionmaldng and policy execution, lasting through early 1969.

The results of this process were by no means entirely favorable to NATO's

cohesion or its security. The debates of the early 1960s badly strained the Alliance's

internal unity, undermining U.S. relations with its three major West European allies:

Britain, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRO), and France. The consensus building

process of the mid-1960s helped heal these wounds but fell well short of being totally

curative. In particular, France, under Charles de Gaulle, withdrew from NATO's

military structure in 1966, angrily denouncing American leadership of the Alliance.

U.S.-FRG relations were restored to greater normalcy, but even here problems remained,

with both sides echoing complaints about each other's fidelity. Meanwhile, an ominous



-vii-

development was taking place on the other side of the Iron Curtain. Although issuing

calls for dente, the Soviet Union had embarked on a sustained military buildup of its

own, one that threatened to overtake the West in future years. Together, these

developments boded ill for the coming decades.

Notwithstanding these setbacks, the 1960s on balance were a decade of major

progress for NATO. Most important, the NATO allies resolved their debates over

military doctrine. First came agreement on nuclear sharing and command relationships,
an accord that largely resolved concerns over extended deterrence and the commitment

of U.S. stregic nuclear forces to Western Europe's security. This accord paved the way

to the landmark 1967 NATO decision to abandon its nuclear doctrine and to adopt

instead a new strategy of flexible response (MC 14/3). Although itself far from perfect,

this strategy restored balance to NATO's security policy by calling for greater emphasis

on conventional defenses without improperly downgrading reliance on nuclear

retaliation. In achieving this balance, MC 14/3 helped restore NATO's unity while

erecting a better deterrent shield against the growing Soviet military threat

Spurred on by its strategy deliberations, NATO also made important progress in

bolstering both its nuclear and conventional forces during the course of the decade. As

Table S.1 shows, NATO's nuclear forces grew steadily in the 1960s, a product of U.S.

modernization of its strategic posture and NATO's deployment of tactical nuclear

Table S.I

THE NUCLEAR BALANCE IN EUROPE

Soviet/Warsaw
U.S/NATO Pact

1961 1969 1961 1969

Strategic nuclear forces
ICBMs 120 1,054 0-50 858
SLBMs 32 720 25-75 565
Bombers 1,800 600 175 155

Total 1,952 2,374 200-300 1,578

Theater delivery systems
Tube artilleqy I00 600 0 0
Surface-surface missiles 200 200 50 250
Nuclear capable aircraft 400 550 250 425

Total 700 1,350 300 675
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artillery tubes and other theater systems to Central Europe. To be sure, Soviet nuclear

forces grew stronger as well, thereby ending all hopes that the West could maintain the

kind of massive nuclear superiority that it had enjoyed in the 1950s. But the West's own

nuclear forces remained powerful enough at least to ensure that they could play the role

assigned to them in NATO's military strategy and that the Soviet Union could not

acquire any exploitable form of superiority for itself.

In a less publicly visible but no less important way, NATO's conventional forces

in Central Europe grew stronger as well. In 1959, the Alliance fielded only some 17

division equivalents in peacetime, a level that would have expanded very slowly upon

mobilization and outside reinforcement from the United States. By 1969, as Table S.2

shows, NATO's strength had enlarged to 24 divisions in Central Europe in peacetime, a

number that would have grown to 37 divisions after about a month of mobilization and

reinforcement. This important development was due mostly to two trnds. First, the

management reforms instituted by U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara

strengthened the ability of the U.S. Army to reinforce Central Europe from the United

States. Second, progress on the FRG's long-delayed rearmament program resulted in the

deployment of a large, 12-division, first-class West German Army that fundamentally

anmformed NATO's previously precarious military situation in Cenutal Europe.
In addition to this quantitative expansion, the Alliance's forces also improved

qualitatively through modernization, readiness, and sustainability upgrades. An

Alliance-wide effort to configure NATO's forces for modem mechanized warfare more

than doubled NATO's inventory of tanks, armored personnel carriers, self-propelled

artillery, and antitank weapons during this decade. Also, NATO's air forces improved

considerably by acquiring aircraft and munitions more capable of contributing to the

ground battle.

Table S.2

EVOLUTION OF NATO's GROUND FORCES
IN CENTRAL EUROPE

(Division equivalents)

Year M-Day M+10 M+30/45 M+60 M+90

1949 9 12 14 16 19
1959 17 20 22 28 40
1969 24 29 37 45 52
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All told, NATO's posture improved by about 75 percent, and possibly more.

Equally important, NATO's forces, which had been oriented primarily toward fighting a

nuclear war, made major strides toward learning how to wage a purely conventional war

by developing new doctrine, tactics, and concepts. In doing so, they reshaped NATO's

military strategy in a highly practical way.

This buildup did not solve all of the West's defense problems, however. During

the 1960s, the Alliance learned a great deal more about the nature of t"- NATO/Warsaw

Pact force balance in Central Europe resulting in a new appraisal that punctured the myth

of overwhelming Soviet military dominance and elevated NATO's prospects for

conducting a successful conventional defense. When all myths were cast Pside, NATO

was left still facing the daunting prospect of a Warsaw Pact attack of about 90 heavily

armed divisions, enough to launch an all-out conventional attack on West Germany

aimed at decisive victory. By 1969, NATO's posture at M+30 would have been large

enough to meet the requirements of a nuclear strategy (30 divisions) for confronting this

threat, but it still would have fallen well short of the 50-60 division level that NATO's

studies and force goals postulated as being necessary for a purely conventional defense.

Even judged by the more realiec standards of fte day, NATO's posture still fell well

short of full adequacy.

Even so, NATO's buildup had altered the military balance in Central Europe.

Although by 1959 NATO's forces had begun to be a factor in the deterrence equation,

the Soviets still could have defeated them fairly easily and taken their time about it. By

1969, the Soviets could not have afforded to mobilize leisurely, thereby giving the United

States time to reinforce NATO to the point where it could not have been beaten,

especially quickly. To catch NATO unprepared, the Soviets would have been forced to

mobilize their forces and deploy many of them from the rear areas to Ote inter-Gezan

border within a few weeks. This promised to strain their training regimens and transport

capacity, possibly beyond their limits. And even had they managed to execute a speedy

buildup, NATO still would not have been a pushover. A difficult fight would have

loomed ahead.

At the time, Western experts disagreed about whether, and to what degree, the

Soviet Union still enjoyed a military advantage in Central Europe. Senior U.S. and

Allied military officers, aware of NATO's deficiencies, remained doubtful about the

Alliance's prospects. McNamara, armed with statistics that displayed NATO's hidden
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advantages in weapon quality, air power, and support structures, was a good deal more

optimistic. But civilians and military officers alike seemed in agreement on one crucial

point. Although NATO still had reason to doubt itself, the Soviets themselves now

confronted the prospect of serious uncertainty, risks, and costs in a conventional war.

For this reason, NATO, although faiing to fully rectify the balance, doubtless succeeded

in upping its margin of conventional deterrence.

Equally significant, NATO enhanced its ability to execute a forward defense of

West Germany. In the early 1950s, NATO's military authorities expected at best to

defend along the Rhine River, thereby ceding most of West German territory to a Soviet

invader. Even as late as 1959, NATO still planned to establish its initial defense

positions well into West Germany and then to conduct a terrain-yielding mobile defense.

As the German Army appeared and NATO's forces improved, the Alliance's defense

plans changed. In the 1960s, at Germany's insistence, NATO moved its defense line

forward to the inter-German border itself, established a layer-cake array of strong corps

sectors, and planned to yield ground only minimally for purely tactical purposes. No

hollow act of bravado, this step, which was formally embodied in MC 14/3, was taken as

an act of responsible military planning. In a highly visible way, it reflected NATO's

growing self-confidence.

The Alliance's adoption of a forward defense concept, of course, did not

guarantee that NATO's forces in fact could protect all of the FRG's territory against a

full-scale Soviet attack. But the act of formally committing itself to the attempt had a

salutary effect in West Germany, a nation that had long sought to be a good ally but had

remained chronically uncertain about whether NATO's security umbrella actually would

extend over it in a moment of crisis. With this reassurance came a growing West

German commitment to NATO and enhanced confidence in American leadership of the

Alliance. Along with this stance, in turn, came a greater willingness to alter NATO's

military strategy in ways that accommodated the previously controversial U.S. demand

for a flexible response.

In addition to producing a greater West German willingness to compromise on

defense strategy, NATO's buildup produced the military forces that made a flexible

response physically possible. The core idea behind flexible response was to avoid

nuclear escalation entirely if feasible, to delay it as long as possible if not, and then to

undertake it in a carefully controlled, measured way. Regardless of how desirable such a
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strategy seemed to McNamara and many other strategists, it would not have been

feasible had NATO's conventional forces not become capable of defending confidently

at least for an initial period. NATO's buildup, while not fully guaranteeing Central

Europe's security, at least accomplished this much. In doing so, it made MC 14/3's

adoption possible. Equally important, it resolved what had been growing American

doubts about the wisdom of continuing to provide extended nuclear deterrence coverage

over Western Europe. Notwithstanding the Soviet Union's impending achievement of

nuclear parity, the U.S. nuclear commitmert to Western Europe, which many feared

would evaporate, therefore remained intact.

In addition to enhancing deterrence, NATO's military buildup and adoption of

MC 14/3 cemented both the West German and the U.S. commitment to the Alliance and

transformed these nations into even closer allies than before. This achievement was

partially offset by France's estrangement from NATO's integrated command, a serious

blow. But this loss aside, NATO's internal unity grew. In many ways, of course,

NATO's military forces still suffered from important deficiencies and exploitable

vulnerabilities. The task of building the Alliance therefore had not yet been completed.

But two major strategic risks had been largely eliminated: that the Soviets might feel

confident enough of their prospects to launch an invasion and that the Alliance, rent by

internal political fissures, might succumb to external pressures by collapsing from within.

As the 1960s ended, deterrence and containment consequently remained intact, and the

West, under the protection of an increasingly strong security umbrella, was left free to

pursue the other important component of its grand strategy in Europe: the building of an

increasingly integrated western community of nations. As a result, the Alliance exited

the 1960s with gvater confidence in its ability to meet the challenges ahead.

How did the Soviet Union react to this achievement? While the truth lies hidden

in Moscow's archives, it is likely that the Soviet Union's sudden endorsement of ddtente

and its simultaneous launching of an ambitious military buildup were both driven by a

desire to derail NATO's train. In this sense, the East-West competition in Europe had

not yet ended. But at the same time, crises in Europe, once normal in the Cold War, had

become a thing of the past Following its rebuffs over Berlin in 1961 and Cuba in 1962,

the Soviet Union had ceased its periodic resort to confrontational politics in Europe.

From the mid-1960s onward, it increasingly turned to more peaceful means of

competition, and the Cold War in Europe, once regarded as a likely flash point for an

East-West military clash, began diminishing in intensity.
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Moscow's disavowal of crude pressure tactics doubtless sprang partly from the

fact that the Soviet government, having been deeply frightened by the Cuban missile

crisis, genuinely welcomed the olive branch that President Kennedy began extending it in

1963. But in all likelihood, the Soviet Union's new behavior also stemmed partly from

its realization that NATO was simply no longer vulnerable to bullying tactics. To the

extent this is the case, NATO, by attending to its security needs, went a long way toward

winning the Cold War in the 1960s. By ensuring that NATO was too strong politic'dy

and militarily to be bludgeoned into submission, the West helped set the stage for the

Cold War's end two decades later when the Warsaw Pact collapsed from its own internal

contradictions.

The Alliance's achievements in the 1960s owed much to the leadership that the

United States exerted in those turbulent years, especially to the courage of President

Kennedy and the aggressiveness of Robert McNamara. Both men recognized that in

transatlantic affairs, leadership is not measured by the absence of strain, equilibrium is

not necessarily a sign of good health, and ferment can be an engine of renewal. Because

of their efforts and those of others, aided by the cooperation of several West European

nations, the United States achieved its purposes and the Alliance as a whole benefited.

The lesson here is rather simple but yet might turn out to be profoundly important in the

years ahead: Success is the product of both vision and sustained commitment to purpose.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The decade of the 1960s saw a sustained U.S. effort to alter NATO's military
strategy in the direction of flexible response and stronger conventional forces in Central
Europe. This effort was launched by the Kennedy administration in the early 1960s and
then carried forth by the Johnson administration in 1963-1968. Along the way, the

United States found itself facing the difficult task of persuading its often-doubtful West
European allies to follow its lead. As a result, in that decade Alliance politics were

conducted with an intensity that befitted the great issues at stake.

The events of this decade were influenced by the mixed legacy inherited from the
1950s, a brief review of which is in order here. The first half of the 1950s saw NATO
make major strides forward. In particular, the Alliance established an integrated military

structure, secured the commitment of large U.S. and Allied forces to Western Europe's
defense, adopted the ambitious Lisbon force goals of 1952, forged the landmark

transatlantic bargain in the 1954 Paris Agreement, and launched the rearmament of West
Germany. These steps seemed to set the stage for a sustained NATO military buildup in
Central Europe, one that would field not only nuclear forces but also a viable
conventional posture for protecting this critical region.

From 1955 onward, however, NATO's conventional defense efforts slackened
considerably as the Alliance, following the U.S. example, increasingly turned toward

nuclear weapons to provide deterrence on the cheap. From 1955 to 1960, NATO's
nuclear defenses grew immeasurably stronger, a development that led NATO in 1957 to
adopt MC 14/2, a nuclear strategy of massive retaliation that relied primarily on theater-

deployed nuclear weapons and the U.S. Strategic Air Command to achieve deterrence.
But NATO's conventional programs slowed down to the point where, by the decade's

end, the Alliance's posture still fell well short of requirements for containing a major
Warsaw Pact attack.

MC 14/2 was based on the assumption that, given the West's nuclear superiority
over the Soviet Union, the threat of nuclear retaliation would confidently deter all forms

of enemy aggression. The problem with this calculus was that it overlooked the rapid

strides the Soviet Union itself was making toward building a large, survivable nuclear
force of its own. By 1960, it had become apparent that if the Soviets had not already



-2-

checkmated the West's nuclear superiority, they eventually would do so. This promised

to leave the Soviets with an exploitable conventional superiority in Central Europe, one

that they might choose to employ in the confidence that the West would back down from

running the now-mutual risks of nuclear escalation. MC 14/2 offered no credible

solution to this problem.

The result was that the 1950s ended on an unhappy note. To be sure, NATO had a

powerful nuclear posture. In strictly quantitative terms, its conventional defenses

themselves were fully four times stronger than in 1950, and they were beginning to

become a factor in the deterrence equation. But because of the simultaneous

Soviet/Waisaw Pact military buildup, NATO found itself facing a frustrating, still

precarious geostrategic situation. At a minimum, Western Europe was left

pcychuiogically vulnerable to Soviet intimidation, pressure tactics, and blackmail in

peavetine. And in wartime, it could have found itself facing a stark choice between

surrender and suicide.'

The 1960s were to witness a troubled search for solutions to this vulnerability, one

that saw intense Alliance-wide debate over the balance that should be struck between

nuclear weapons and conventional defenses. This decade produced an era of internal

stess as the United States. often in the face of West European misgivings, tried to lead

the Alliance toward a refashioning of NATO's military strategy and force posture. To

some degree, the entire process damaged the Alliance's unity; in particular, it contributed

to France's decision to leave NATO's integrated military structure. Along the way,

however, the Alliance--at U.S. instigation but with the consent of most West European

nations-also made several decisions for the better. Most important, NATO settled on a

new military strategy that has endured, and substantially bolstered both its nuclear and

conventional forces in Central Europe. When the dust had settled, as a result, the

Alliance left the 1960s in far better military shape than it had been in at the decade's

onset. The results were manifested directly in East-West relations as the late 1960s saw

a perceptible lessening of Cold War tensions in Central Europe and a growing

willingness by the Soviet Union to accommodate itself to NATO's existence.

The 1960s thus were a time of stress but also progress. If the 1950s were a decade

in which the West laid down the foundations of a strong NATO alliance, the 1960s can

'For details of NATO's strategy and posture in the 1950s see Richard L. Kugler,
Laying the Foundatons: The Evolution of NATO in the 1950s, RAND, N-3105-FF/RC,
June 1990.
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best be characterized as a period in which many of the girders, wall braces, and

superstructure were built. This study tells the tale of how this decade unfolded and what

results it produced. Section H1 describes the Kennedy administration's views on military

strategy and its efforts to bolster U.S. conventional defenses. Sections III-VI examine

the tortuous course of Alliance politics from 1962-1967, during which the United States

set out to forge a consensus behind its strategy ideas. These sections describe not only

NATO's debates over military strategy but also the Alliance's efforts to reach an accord

on nuclear sharing arrangements, without which a strategy consensus would not have

been possible. Sections VII-X analyze the military outputs of this period: the new

strategy of flexible response (MC 14/3) that was adopted in 1967 and the nuclear and

conventional force improvement efforts that the Alliance implemented during these

years. Section XI provides an assessment of lessons learned.
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II. REVOLUTION IN AMERICAN MILITARY STRATEGY

Complains against massive retaliation and MC 14/2 had begun mounting, on both
sides of the Atlantic, long before Kennedy entered the White House in early 1961.

Dissatisfaction with the policy ran especially high within the U.S. Army. Although the
Air Force and Navy had fared well under Eisenhower's nuclear strmegy, the Army had

been relegated to a secondary status and was left largely incapable of fighting any major
war other than a nuclear conflict. As far back as the mid-1950s, General Maxwell Taylor

and other senior U.S. Army officers had been expressing disagreement with this

situation.' Citing the Korean conflict and other hot spots around the globe, they voiced
doubt that nuclear forces would deter all forms of aggression, or that the United States
readily would escalate if confronted with a limited, nonnuclear attack. They also

expressed skepticism that, even in a nuclear war, nuclear weapons would reduce the need
for flexible and diverse ground forces. Their answer to these problems was a larger
Army and a change in both U.S. and NATO military strategy. In the late 1950s Taylor

had resigned his post as Army Chief of Staff to make his complaints public. By the time
Kennedy took office, he and other disgruntled Army officers were eager to help the new

administration reform U.S. strategy by bolstering American conventional defenses.
In a less vocal way the Supreme Allied Commanders, Europe (SACEURs) of the

late 1950s lent their own weight to these arguments. General Gnenther, SACEUR from

1954-1957, had taken pride in the progress that NATO had made in building better

conventional defenses in Central Europe and viewed the shift toward nuclear weapons
with some misgivings. His successr, General Nomad, presided over NATO's nuclear
buildup with greater enthusiasm and was a vocal advocate of further enhancements,

including deployment of a medium range ballistic missile (MRBM) on European soil.
But he also recgnized that nuclear forces might not be appropriate for all contingencies

and that even in the event of a full-scale Soviet invasion, NATO might prefer to defend
conventionally for a limited period. Accordingly, he advocated the "pause" concept,
which called for enough ground and air forces to delay the Soviets for at least long

enough to determine that escalation was NATO's only alternative for protecting its

'See Maxwell Taylor, The Uncertain Trumpet, Harper and Brothers, New York, 1960.



-5-

security. This led him to urge that NATO should aspire to field 30 active divisions in

Central Europe, the number officially endorsed by NATO's force goals then. 2

In Europe, most Allied governments initially had been ambivalent about massive

retaliation. But under Eisenhower's leadership, by 1961 they had grown comfortable

with a nuclear strategy and the budgetary advantages it offered. This stance, however,

was not shared by all politically influential factions within these nations. In the FRG,

Chancellor Adenauer, Defense Minister Franz Joseph Strauss, and other figures of the

conservative CDU/CSU (Christian Demokratische Union/Chrisch Soziale Union)

government still supported MC 14/2. The young generation of SPD

(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands) leaders then coming into political maturity,

however, were inclined to be critical of NATO's nuclear strategy. For example, Helmut

Schmidt, who would later rise to become chancellor, called for a greater emphasis on

conventional preparedness. A similar pattern prevailed elsewhere in Europe. The idea of

a more flexible NATO strategy primarily found a home among moderate hiuerals, some

of whom, while not yet in power, were beginning to have a say in their nations' policies.

Within the United States support for this idea had spread by 1960 to the rising

breed of civilian defense intellecuals who were coming to populate the universities and

academic "think tanks." For example, William W. Kaufmarm had written an influential

critique of massive retaliation several years before.3 At RAND, he and other RAND

colleagues were arguing in favor of a more flexible nuclear doctrine and beefed-up

conventional forces. In a similar vein, Henry A. Kissinger, then a scholar at Harvard and

the Council of Foreign Relations, was advocating both better theater nuclear defenses

and stronger conventional forces. 4 Other scholars, all dwelling on the risks and

requirements of limited war, were echoing parallel themes. These civilian strategists by

no means agreed on exactly how the United States and NATO should proceed, but they

were united in their criticism of massive retaliation.

2See Robert S. Jordan (ed.), Generals in International Politics: NATO's Supreme
Allied Commander, Europe, University of Kentucky Press. Lexington, 1987. Chapters 3
and 4 cover Gruenther's and Norstad's views.

3See William W. Kaufmanni, "The Requirements of Deterrence," Princeton Center of
International Studies, Memorandum No. 7, November 15, 1954.

4See Henry A. Kissinger, Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, Harper and Brothers,
New York, 1957. Also see Kissinger, The Necessiy for Choice, Harper and Brothers,
New York, 1960.
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The rising chorus of dissent in America and Europe had led the Eisenhower

administration to acknowledge that limited aggression should be met by a nonnuclear

response. But Eisenhower never abandoned his primary emphasis on nuclear weapons or

his support of fiscal restraint in defense spending. Kennedy had criticized the

Eisenhower administration on both accounts during his presidential campaign and

promised to overturn this legacy. He was bothered by the prospect of the small "brush-

fire" conflicts that the United States might be called upon to fight in distant corners of the

globe, but he was also concerned about NATO and its military dilemmas. The answer to

both problems, he publicly maintained, was stronger conventional defenses and less

reliance on nuclear escalation. Kennedy thus entered office not only with advice from

many security experts to forge a revolution in the West's military thinking but also with a

firm desire of his own to move in this direction.

Kennedy's determination to bring greater coherence to U.S. defense strategy and

national security policy was reflected in his efforts to centralize decisionmaking in these

areas. Kennedy was intern on being an activist president, one who would not be captive

to the government bureaucracies. He relied heavily on McGeorge Bundy, his National

Security Adviser, and the White House staff to provide alternative sources of advice and

fresh perspectives. He also turned regularly to his energetic Secretary of Defense,

Robert S. McNamara, who himself was embarked on an ambitious program to strengthen

civilian control and centralize planning in the Pentagon. The combination of Bundy and

McNamara, along with a coterie of other advisers, helped Kennedy counterbalance the

more traditional views of the State and Defense departments and played a major role in

the innovative policy decisions made during his administration.

These institutional changes notwithstanding, Kennedy's initial defense program

and budget decisions were focused not on conventional defese, but rather on bolstering

the U.S. nuclear forces. Kennedy had inherited from Eisenhower an FY62 defense

budget of only $44.9 billion. In the initial weeks after taking office, he bolstered this

budget to $51.0 billion, a dramatic 13.6 percent increase. Nearly $2 billion of this

increase went to the strategic nuclear forces, a large amount by the standards of the day.

The steps that he approved included faster production of Minuteman intercontinental

ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and Polaris submarines, higher alert rates for B-52 bombers,

and a strengthened national command and control system. The Polaris and Minuteman

measures were particularly noteworthy because they promised to substantially enlarge
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the U.S. offensive missile force. To many observers, these decisions suggested, not

change, but continuity in U.. military strategy.

What, then, were Kennedy, McNamara, Bundy and the others up to? Although

historians will debate this issue for many years, the answer seems to be that initial

appearances were misleading. Beyond doubt, Kennedy and McNamara felt a sense of

urgency about the need to shore up the U.S. nuclear posture, and they were willing to

launch expensive programs for this purpose. But these decisions were not representative

of their long-term goals for U.S. military strategy. What they wanted, over the long term,

was to fashion a more balanced strategy that made sense in the coming era of mutual

nuclear deterrence. This strategy called for strong nuclear forces, but it also called for

the transfer of greater overall responsibility to the conventional forces.5

To be sure, this shift in priorities did not seem to be the case at first, but it started

becoming apparent by the end of Kennedy's first year in office. At that time, the

Kennedy administration released its first defense budget, which unveiled a

comprehensive plan for bolstering the U.S. conventional posture. In succeeding years,

the Kennedy administration's sense of direction was to become even more apparent as

the nuclear buildup was tapered off and an increasingly large share of the budget was

invested in the conventional forces. The magnitude of this trend is illustrated by Table 1,

which displays how DoD funds were distributed between the strategic nuclear forces and

the conventional forces during FY62-FY65, the budgets that the Kennedy administration

Table I

DoD BUDGETS: FY1962-FY1965
(Current $, billions)

1962 1963 1964 1965

Strategic nuclear fors 11.2 10.3 9.2 6.9
Conventional forces 20.5 21.0 21.4 21.9
Total DoD budget 51.0 52.2 52.5 52A

5For an analysis of the Kennedy administration's military strategy, see William W.
Kaufmann, The McNamara Strategy, Harper and Row, New York, 1964, Chs. I and 2.
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shaped during its tenure. The share allocated to strategic forces shrank dramatically

from 22 perent to only 13 percent of the DoD budgeL6

Kennedy's early nuclear modernization prgram decisions were not aimed at

restoring either U.S. nuclear supremacy over the Soviet Union or the massive retaliation

strategy that had prevailed in the 1950s. Instead, they reflected more limited aims: a

desire to render U.S. strategic forces invulnerable, to make them more flexible, and

otherwise to configure them for the missile age. The distinction here is an important one,

and because it sheds revealing light on the Kennedy administration's overall military

strategy, it merits elaboration.

Since 1957 the Soviets had been actively testing ICBMs in ways that seemed to

presage an early deployment, possibly in large numbers. Kennedy's early nuclear

decisions were influenced heavily by his judgment that the Soviet Union was embarked

on an upward nuclear path and the United States needed to react accordingly. This !s not

to say that Kennedy and McNamara were driven by fear of a "missile gap" or other ill-

focused concerns that the Soviet Union had already acquired nuclear supremacy over the

United States. The issue was not the present, but the future. Data at the time showed

that despite earlier worry that a missile gap was emerging--a fear that Kennedy had

openly played upon during his presidential campaign--the Soviets in fact had not yet

begun deploying ICBMs in large numbers. As a result. Kennedy, upon entering office,

found that the United States still enjoyed numerical preponderance over the Soviets and

would remain superior at least for a time. But the long-term trends were less certain.

The Soviets evidently already had a small missile force, and Pentagon planners believed

that in future years they would very likely deploy a large inventory of ICBMs and

submarine launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) and possibly a ballistic missile defense

system as welL Although there were major uncertainties, the only issue was when and to

what degree. The Soviets' past record-they had developed nuclear weapons and theater

delivery systems much faster than the West originally estimated-hardly suggested that

their performance now was likely to be either restrained or sluggish. As a result, the
Kennedy administration still felt a sense of concern about the nuclear balance, one that

led it to favor prompt action.

"6Deirment of Defense Appropriations, 1966, Hearings Before the Subcommitee on
Appropriations of the Committee on Armed Servkes, U.S. Senate, 89th Cong., 1st Sess.
on H.R. 9221, Washington, D.C., 1965.


